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Introduction

Buildings change with the development of the city. When heritage buildings can
no longer fit the functions needed for urban development and change, they have a high
probability of being destroyed. New York City recognized the value of adaptive re-use in
the mid-20th century. In the early 1960s, the regrettable decision to dismantle the
Pennsylvania Station caused people to rethink the meaning of destroying historical
buildings—leading to the trend of adaptive re-use.1
Architects have found reuse potential in almost any type of building, rejuvenating
these heritage sites. Many New York City heritage buildings have been adapted to new uses,
such as the Woolworth Building, where the top 30-stories have been transformed from
offices into new luxury apartments. These converted buildings are popular not only with
conservationists but also with New York City residents. Uniqueness seems to be a soughtafter feature of Manhattan apartments, which has led to the welcome conversion of many
old office buildings into apartments.
This trend of adaptive re-use is not limited to the United States, and even China is
making exciting improvements to existing buildings. The attraction to this type of building
may be due to its diversity—the transformation is both old and new, historical and forwardlooking, both wealth-generating and sustainable. Adaptive re-use helps cities develop space
more efficiently for their citizens and businesses, while preserving the built environment’s

1 Chan, Rebecca C. (2011). Old Buildings, New Ideas: Historic Preservation and Creative Industry Development
as Complementary Urban Revitalization Strategies. (Masters Thesis). University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA.

1

historic character. If a project’s purpose is not purely preservation, adaptive re-use will be
able to blend old and new buildings attractively and profitably.
In recent years, adaptive re-use has become increasingly important in China,
especially in first-tier cities. In the past decade, land prices have risen rapidly in Shanghai
and Beijing because of limited supply, while prices have also soared in cities such as
Guangzhou and Hong Kong. The government has issued a raft of policies across the
country, ranging from restrictions on land purchases to tighter policies on mortgages. Strict
selling conditions have led to a sharp reduction in the area available for sale, and the
broader trend is that developers are no longer eager to buy new land. These policies are
driving developers to begin finding adaptive re-use more attractive than new development
to help them mitigate the risks for changing the environment. 2

The era of adaptive

transformation seems to have come to China.
Major cities in China have benefited economically, culturally, and socially from
the transformation of historic industrial sites into creative cultural parks such as the 798
Art District in Beijing, the Memory Theme Park in the eastern suburbs of Chengdu, and
the Overseas Chinese Town Creative Cultural Park in Shenzhen. However, these are
adaptive-reuse projects with relatively single uses. In China, there are more adaptive-reuse
possibilities.
In my opinion, the development of adaptive-reuse projects must be closer to the
community. It should break through the previous framework, not only transforming

2 Xianli He, “Adaptive Reuse: Planning the Long-Term Future of Chinese Cities,” September 24, 2019,
https://jiaju.sina.cn/news/s/20190924/6582167603698270342.shtml.

2

factories into cultural parks but also developing buildings with different functions, such as
transforming office buildings into apartments. As new office buildings replace old ones,
and more young people move to big cities, demand for apartments in cities increases. These
two factors, coupled with the trend toward adaptive re-use, make office buildings more
likely to be converted into apartments.
This thesis will investigate different aspects—history, policy, economics, design,
and the culture of new generations—of adaptive-reuse projects in which 20th-century
office buildings are being converted to residential apartments in the 21st-century. Further,
this thesis will analyze three different adaptive-reuse examples in New York City to
understand modern building transformation and speculate about the future potential for the
adaptive re-use of modern office buildings. Moreover, it investigates the reasons China’s
modern cities lack similar conversion projects—and whether adaptive-reuse projects will
develop in Chinese cities in the future.

1. Analysis of Aspects of the Financial District in New York, New York, United
States of America

New York became an international and American financial center because of the early
establishment of the Wall Street Financial District（FD） in lower Manhattan. For this
reason, most of the buildings in downtown were used as offices. In the 20th century, many
architects have left many magnificent buildings in the Wall Street district because of the
booming financial industry there. However, in recent years, many of New York's financial
3

firms and banks have moved to Midtown Manhattan, and many of its downtown office
buildings are vacant. The conversion of office buildings into apartments became a way to
preserve and re-use these great works of architecture. In New York State and the United
States, the historic preservation system and the tax credit program encourages real estate
developers to develop the landmark buildings. It is essential to analyze these aspects and
conditions to understand what makes these cases successful.

4

1.1 Location

Figure 1. Relationship between the boundary of Wall Street Historic District and
boundary of Financial District. (Plan created by the author based on the map data from
mapbox.com)

5

The Financial District is part of Manhattan Community District 1. As shown in Figure
1, it is located in lower Manhattan. The center of the Financial District is often referred to
as the corner of Wall Street and Broad Street, both fully contained within the

Financial

District. 3 This area includes the offices and headquarters of many of the city's major
financial institutions, including the New York Stock Exchange and the New York Federal
Reserve Bank. The Wall Street Historic District (WSHD) is contained within the Financial
District. It was nominated to the National Register of Historic Places because it is one of
the significant areas in New York City and the United States historically and architecturally
The National Register of Historic Places nomination defines the Wall Street Historic
District boundaries as "the inner core of the southernmost tip of Manhattan Island south of
Maiden Lane…. The boundaries encompass the central core of the Financial District. They
exclude existing historic districts (Fulton-Nassau, Stone Street, Fraunces Tavern Block,
and South Street Seaport)."4 To the north of this boundary, the character of development
changes dramatically, with late 20th century towers adjoining the World Trade Center site.
The areas west of the boundary are predominantly made up of commercial buildings,
different from those inside the district. The blocks south of it (south of Bridge Street) have
been redeveloped with massive modem towers.5

White, Norval; Willensky, Elliot & Leadon, Fran (2010). AIA Guide to New York City (5th ed.). New York:
Oxford University Press. p. 7.
4 Wall Street Historic District, National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, P3
5 Ibid
3
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1.2 Brief History of the Wall Street Historic District

Figure 2. Copied by an unknown draughtsman from original drawing by Jacques Cortelyou,
1665. Source from fdocuments.in
7

The Wall Street Historic District (WSHD) is one of the most historically significant
neighborhoods in New York City, New York State, and even the United States.

Its

significance includes the areas of architecture, business, community planning and
development, economics, politics, and government.
The WSHD originated within the borders of the 17th-century Dutch colony of New
Amsterdam, the heart of the settlement that eventually grew into New York City. Later, it
became a British colony and continued to expand. After the War of independence, New
York City replaced Philadelphia as the temporary capital and became the United States'
financial center. As early the 18th century，Wall Street had become the center of New
York's Financial District, and by the mid-1820s, it had grown into one of the major financial
centers in the United States and the world and remained so throughout the 19th century.
With the opening of the Erie Canal in October 26,1825, New York City became the
country's most important port.
The Wall Street District is also significant for buildings designed by some of the bestknown architectural firms in the United States, such as Cross & Cross, Delano & Aldrich,
Cass Gilbert, and so on.6. Because the fire of 1835 leveled the area, little survives of the
17th and 18th centuries except for Bowling Green's fences and historic street patterns.7
Most of the buildings in this area were built between 1835 and 1932, and another building
boom began in 1956.

6
7

Wall Street Historic District, National Register of Historic Places Registration Form P90~P92
Ibid
8

The 1890s to the early 20th century was a period of high financial growth for the U.S.
economy and for Wall Street. Simultaneously, the urban population created tremendous
growth and prosperity; only the First World War interrupted the area’s growth. Buildings
constructed during this period included banks, exchanges, trading/financial companies and
insurance companies. The area's leading architectural feature is its cluster of skyscrapers
representing almost every stage of the development of this uniquely American building
type.
The skyscraper is America's most significant contribution to world architecture, and
its birth and subsequent development can be traced back to lower Manhattan.8 In the early
20th century, advances in technology led to the creation of skyscrapers, including elevators,
steel-cage-construction, and new concepts in management. Studies found that open office
space can improve the productivity and efficiency of factories and offices. Departments are
placed in ample space and organized according to the flow of people and tasks. This
arrangement reminds employees to pay attention to themselves and complete the assigned
tasks accurately and efficiently.9
One of the case studies is a representative of the early 20-century skyscraper. The
Woolworth Building is a neo-Gothic style skyscraper located at 233 Broadway in lower
Manhattan. Designed by architect Cass Gilbert, it was the tallest building in the world
between 1913 and 1930. It is 792 feet height with a 60-story construction consisting of 30story towers on a 30-story building. The ornate hall contains a variety of sculptures,

Ibid.
“THE OFFICE SERIES: HISTORY, THE LAST CENTURY,” CWB Architects,
https://cwbarchitects.com/research/the-office-series-history-the-last-century/.
8
9

9

mosaics, and architectural styles. Because of its ornate style similar to European gothic
cathedrals, the structure was known as "The Cathedral of Commerce."10
In the 1930s, there was one of the most important events in modern history, the Great
Depression. The stock market crash of 1929 and the subsequent Depression ended the postWWI development of Wall Street. On October 24, 1929, "Black Thursday," stock prices
plunged and the stock market continued to slide. Despite efforts to ease the Federal Reserve
crisis in Washington and a panel of bankers meeting at J.P. Morgan's headquarters in New
York, the impact was felt throughout the U.S. economy and around the world. From 1929
to 1931, national income fell by more than 30% and savings by 50%. Economic turmoil
led to high unemployment, failed banks, volatile financial markets, currency crises and
even deflation. 11 From the Great Depression until WWII, development in Wall Street
district was stagnant. Neither skyscraper construction nor as the economy began to recover
until after World War II. By then, however, much changed in the architecture of Wall Street .
The City Bank-Farmers Trust Building, called 20 Exchange Place today, the second
case study, was constructed in the 1930s. It was built as the headquarters of the New York
City Bank, one of the city's leading financial institutions and known as Citibank today. The
59-story City Bank-Farmers Trust Building is one of the tallest skyscrapers in New York
City. Designed by Cross & Cross architects, it is known as a "modern classic" for its
introverted modern style. It has a dramatic, silhouette, but conservative decor. Art Deco
forms decorate the exterior and interior, leaving a strong impression. The Wall Street

10
11

WSHD, P 103
"Chapter 1." Essays on the Great Depression, by Ben Bernanke, Princeton University Press, 2004, p. 6.
10

Historic District Designation Report describes it this way: “Its slender square towers, with
their chamfered corners and sloping slightly up to their irregularly shaped plinth, occupy
an entire city block, albeit a small one, but still dominate the downtown skyline.”12
After the War ended, Wall Street recovered again. Even though the secondary center
of skyscrapers has gradually moved toward Midtown, the financial center's status still
attracts many companies to locate and build there. After WWII, American companies began
to accept the International Style, the most apparent characteristic being the steel and glass
curtain wall structure. Other principles differentiate the International Style from previous
architectural styles. The first one is the emphasis is on volume and the space enclosed by a
glass surface. The second focuses on symmetry and relative regularity. Finally, it relies on
the material, improved techniques, and the excellent proportion, rather than the emphasis
on the exterior decoration.13
After World War II, the International Style gradually matured. The style developed in
the Wall Street District in the late 20th century, such as Chase Manhattan Plaza. 10 Hanover
Square, the third case study, is an International Style building, with typical features:
completely simplified, with no decoration and glass, steel, and concrete as preferred
materials.
After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the Financial District’s development
came to a standstill for a long time. Because of the unease about terrorist attacks, many
companies and residents left New York. As of 2002, 70 percent of former renters in the

WSHD. P 110
"The International Style." The International Style, by Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, W.W.
Norton, 1997, p. 29.
12
13
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area moved to Midtown and 9 percent to New Jersey City and Brooklyn.14 To restore the
Financial District to its former prosperity, the government enacted several tax breaks (such
as the Lower Manhattan Energy Program and Lower Manhattan Relocation Assistance
Program) to stimulate reconstruction and encourage businesses to relocate there. After the
new World Trade Center was built, confidence was felt again, and the Financial District
revived.
In summary, the history and architecture of the Wall Street Historic District have made
it one of the most important historic districts in the United States. Its historical significance
and architectural value deserve to be preserved. Heritage preservation regulations protect
the integrity of landmark buildings in the Wall Street Historic District, while adaptive reuse gives new life to old buildings in the WSHD.

1.3 Zoning code

The Financial District's zoning code is also an important factor.

With changes to New

York City's zoning code in 1961, the Wall Street District was confirmed as Commercial.
New York City updated its original 1916 zoning resolution in 1961 because many of the
planning principles of the earlier document no longer applied. The City worked with
residents and researchers to develop new regulations that solved the most pressing urban
planning problem of the time: overcrowding. The 1961 zoning resolution harmonized the
former use and bulk codes, incorporated parking requirements, and emphasized the

O'Donnell, Madeline M., "The impact of terrorism on commercial office real estate in Manhattan" (2017).
Honors Program Theses. 289.
14

12

creation of open spaces. It included an incentive zoning plan to encourage developers to
build open public Spaces to eliminate congestion on sidewalks. It also divided the city into
three distinct use areas: commercial, manufacturing, and residential.15

Figure 3. 1961 Zoning map, New York City. (source: P314.1961 Zoning Map and
Zoning Resolution)
In 1961, Lower Manhattan was identified as a Commercial District C5-3 (Figure 3).
The 1961 Zoning Map and Zoning Code define C5 as Restricts Central Commercial
Districts.

15

New York City - 1961 Zoning Map and Zoning Resolution, chapter 2, page 101
13

“These areas are designed to provide office buildings and a variety of large retail
stores and related activities, occupying the central business district's main retail front ways
and serving the entire metropolitan area. Regional regulations also allow some high-value
custom manufacturers. Often associated with the dominant retail activity, it depends on
personal contact with people living across the region. The district code is also designed to
provide continuous retail frontage. Residential and community facility uses “may also be
permitted .”16
The current zoning (Figure 4) in Lower Manhattan has not changed, but now provide
the conditions for conversion of commercial or office buildings to apartment. Similarly,
Wall Street's rich architectural history is also a prerequisite for the success of adaptive reuse.

16

1961, P 101
14

Figure 4. 2019 Wall Street Historic District Zoning code：C5-5
1.4 Local, State and National Heritage Regulation and Development Incentives

The United States has three different systems to protect heritage and historic sites:
local, state, and federal. These regulations can have a significant impact on adaptive re-use.
Allowing successful change while preserving the character defined features.
In New York City, when potential individual landmarks and historic districts are
nominated as a city landmarks, the nominee must complete an application form that details
the landmark's history and appearance. The historical significance of the building is
described to demonstrate that it accords with the specified criteria. After the nomination
15

form is submitted, a public hearing usually follows before confirmation by the Landmarks
Preservation Commission (LPC).17 Once the building or sites have been nominated as
historical landmarks or as part of a historic district, the LPC must give prior approval for
any alteration, reconstruction, demolition, or new construction that may affect the
building.18
Landmark designation will not prevent alterations, demolition, and new
construction. Still, the LPC must determine whether they are appropriate to ensure that the
integrity of the character-defining features of the designated building are not compromised
or destroyed.
Many New York City landmarks, and historic districts are also listed on the National
Register of Historic Places. “The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 created a
national program to coordinate and support efforts by public and private agencies to
identify, evaluate, and protect historical and archaeological resources in the United
States.”19 Nomination of the properties to The National Register of Historic Places has a
similar process as designation of New York City landmarks. It usually starts with the State
Historic Preservation Office (SHPO). The property must conform to the National Register
Criteria for Evaluation, which involves checking the age, importance, and integrity of the
property.20
National Register listing and local landmark designation are two completely
independent processes. Historic buildings can be nominated to both programs or only

17
18
19
20

LPC Permit Guidebook: How to Get Staff-Level Approvals
Rules of the NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission_01.22.2019
The official explanation from NPS.GOV
’How to Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation”, National Park Service NRB-15_web508.pdf.
16

designated in one program. The two forms of recognition of heritage have very different
meanings. In the United States, only the local level has rights to enforce protection laws,
while National Register listing is more like an honor. As long as there is no state or federal
funding involved, the National Register listing has no power to impose restrictions on
preventing private owners from making any changes or even demolishing their building.
21

The power of local commission boards depends on the municipality’s preservation

ordinance. Some city’s commissions have the authority to approve renovation plans, and
some can offer only advisory comments.
Regulations are used to protect heritage buildings and limit excessive change o historic
buildings, losing the character-defined features. However, the government's policy is
generally to encourage developers to make adaptive use of heritage buildings.

1.5 Federal and State Tax Credits

To encourage historic property owners to protect heritage, both the United States
and New York State governments have Tax Credit Programs. The National Park Service
administers the Federal Historic Preservation Tax Incentive Program with the Internal
Revenue Service in partnership with State Historic Preservation Offices. The Aim of the
program is, “Tax incentives help protect historical sites that give cities, towns, and rural
areas a special character，and also create jobs, improve real estate values, and increase
revenue for state and local governments through the increasing property, business, and

21

“RESOURCES,” Landmark Society, accessed June 23, 2020, https://www.landmarksociety.org/resources.
17

income taxes. This program gives historical buildings that are abandoned or underused
across the country a chance to be re-used. ” 22 According to the report on Historic
Preservation Tax Incentives from the National Park Service, “The current tax incentives
for preservation include: 1.a 20% tax credit for the certified rehabilitation of certified
historic structures. 2.a 10% tax credit for the rehabilitation of nonhistorical, non-residential
buildings built before 1936.”23
The 20% restoration tax credit applies to restoration of a certified historical
building designated by the Secretary of the Interior, which means the building has been
listed in the National Register of Historic Places or located in a registered historic district.
This credit can be used for commercial, industrial, agricultural, or rental residential
purposes，but is not available for private residences .24
New York State has two tax credit programs. One is the New York State Tax Credit
Program for Income Producing Properties, which must work with the Federal Historic
Preservation Tax Incentives program and is mainly used for commercial, industry, and
rental property. The other is the New York State Historic Homeownership Rehabilitation
Credit, which benefits private residential buildings. Homeowners in landmark historic
districts can receive “a 20% renovation tax credit and qualified rehabilitation expenses up
to a credit value of $50,000 per year. The credit applies to eligible single-family homes and
co-ops and condos”25. Projects must meet the following conditions: owners must live with

“tax-incentives-2012”.pdf, Historic Preservation Tax Incentives-National Park Service
Tax Reform Act of 1986 (PL 99-514; Internal Revenue Code Section 47
24 “Tax Credit Programs ,” NYS Parks, Recreation &amp; Historic Preservation, https://parks.ny.gov/shpo/taxcredit-programs/.
25 Ibid
22
23
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the house; the house must be a landmark or located in local historic district; the City
Landmark Commission must approve at least 5% of all the cost or work for external
restoration and all plans before the renovation.26

1.6 Population Migration in the Financial District

According to the population data published by the New York City government
on the website Open Data (Figs. 5 and 6), the number of residents living downtown is
growing. As shown in Figure 7, the rate of population growth in Lower Manhattan was
better than in other areas between 2000 and 2010. The migration of people has also shifted
the focus of real estate development to the lower part of Manhattan. (Figure 8) According
to a 2017 analysis of data from the Downtown Alliance27, 41 percent of residents in Lower
Manhattan are Millennials, 18 to 34 years old, and 19 percent are 35 to 44 years old. The
Financial District has transformed from empty office space into a haven for young, affluent
families.28
The adaptive re-use of historic buildings has been dependent on several factors. First,
the government promoted various policies to attract developers. After experiencing the
Great Depression and 9/11, city zoning favored development in the Financial District.
Second, the National Register and City Landmarks Commission protect historical
landmarks but protecting landmarks does not mean that their use cannot be changed.

Ibid.
Alliance for Downtown New York 2017 Annual Report
28 Tringle, S., & Pereira, I. (2017, September 10). Financial District's post-9/11 growth comes with challenges,
locals, experts say. /
26
27
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Preservation of character-defining features with new uses is a way to revive heritage
buildings. The third is demand, and demographic shifts have made it possible for empty
buildings in the Financial District to be re-used.
The adaptive re-use of office buildings into apartments requires determining whether
the building itself has an opportunity for renovation. Chapter Two will focus on the analysis
of three successful case studies in the Financial District.

20

Figure 5.Distribution Map of Manhattan's population in 2000.
Picture made by the Author based on open data city of New York
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Figure 6.Distribution map of Manhattan's population in 2010. Picture
made by the Author based on open data city of New York

22

Figure 7.Distribution map of population changes in Manhattan from
2000 to 2010. Picture made by the Author based on open data city of New York

23

Figure 8.Building density in 2010 Picture made by the Author
based on open data city of New York

24

2. Case Studies

Figure 9.Three Case study locations. Picture made by the Author based on open data
from mapbox.com

25

2.1 Introduction and Summary of Findings

The three case studies demonstrating conversion of office buildings to apartments are
located in New York's Financial District and the WSHD: the Woolworth Building, 20
Exchange Place and 10 Hanover Square (Fig 10). They represent different architectural
styles and architectural development in the Financial District: 1910, 1930 and 1970. The
Woolworth Building and 20 Exchange Place are designated as National Historic
Landmarks and City landmarks; 10 Handover Square was designed by the famous architect
Cass Gilbert.
The key facts about the three buildings and the renovation projects are summarized in
Table One.

In the following sections, several aspects of the case studies are discussed:

the history of the building, current use as apartments, and why these buildings are suitable
for adaptive re-use.
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Case Studies
Address
Year Built
Original
Owner
Original
designer
Original use
Style
Number
Floors
Height
Area
Year
Converted

Woolworth Building
2 Park Place, New
York, New York
1913
F.W. Woolworth
Cass Gilbert
Headquarters of F.W.
Woolworth

Neo-gothic
skyscraper
of 55 floors in total
792 ft
159,000 sq. ft.
2012

Renovation
Designer

SLCE Architect

Renovation
Cost
Present
owner
Present use

$68 million

Historic
Preservation
Consultant
Residential
Units
Area per unit

Amenities

Alchemy Properties

20 Exchange
20 Exchange Place
1931
City Bank-Farmers
Trust
Cross & Cross
Bank
Modern Classic/ Art
Deco building
71-story
741 ft
730,234 sq ft
1997（Witkoff
renovation）
2004 (DTH Capital
conversion）
Avinash K Malhotra
Architects
$25 million dollar/
$240 million
DTH capital

10 Hanover Square
110 Pearl Street and
76 Water Street.
1971
Ten Handover LLC
Emery Roth & Sons
Office building of the
Goldman Sachs
Group, L.P
Modernism
22-story
278 ft
487,404 sq ft
1995

BG Studio
International
SLCE Architects
260.8 million
UDR

Residential
Residential
Condominium
apartments
Higgins Quasebarth & Higgins Quasebarth
Partners
& Partners

Residential apartments

32 Units

493 Units

Bed
Bath Area
5
4.5
6,711
4
4.5
5.,991
3
3.5
3,282
2
2.5
2,548
1
1.5
1,294
New high-speed
elevators
Residential Lobby

767 units
Bed
Studio
1B
2B

Bath
1
1
1

Area
650
730
900

Gym
Lounge with wet bar
Gaming tables
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None known

Bed
Studio
1B
2B

Bath
1
1
2

Area
556
738
1161

“10 Hanover Kids”
club room
Bike storage

The Woolworth Pool
Fitness Center
Gilbert Lounge
Wine Storage
Wine-Tasting Room
On-site Parking
Bike Room
`

Valet and concierge
services
24-hour doorman
service
Bike room
Storage available

NY City landmark
City Landmark 1996
1983
National Historic
Landmark 1966
Table. 1. Summary of data related to case studies

Business center
Catering kitchen
Conference rooms
Fitness center
Off-site parking
On-site retail
On-site storage
Resident lounge
A part of the Historic
District

2.2 Woolworth Building

Figure 10..Woolworth Building, historic and current views. Source.britannica.com ©
Wayne Andrews/Esto.
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2.2.1 Building History
At the beginning of the 20th century, skyscrapers sprang up in cities all over the
United States. One of these was the legendary Woolworth Building, which was also called
the "Cathedral of Commerce" for its perfect combination of aesthetics and height. When it
was opened in 1913, it was the tallest building in the world and a romantic landmark in
New York City. It was not only a symbol of Woolworth's success, but also marked a new
era of commerce in the 20th century.
The Woolworth Building was financed by Frank W. Woolworth, the founder of the
"five-and-ten" grocery store, who commissioned renowned architect Cass Gilbert to build
his headquarters. Later, the Irving National Exchange Bank invested in the building and
got a 25-years lease to manage the space above the 18th floor. The Woolworth Tower has
undergone several changes throughout its history after the Irving National Exchange Bank
moved its headquarters to 1 Wall St. in 1931 and the Woolworth company sold the building
to the Witkoff Group in 1998. The top 30 floors were sold to New York developer Alchemy
Properties in 2012 and converted into apartments. Office and commercial tenants still use
the rest of the building. The case study will focus on the converted apartments in the
Woolworth Building.
2.2.2 Landmark Designation and Description
The Woolworth Building was designated a National Historic Landmark on
November 13, 1966 and became a New York Landmark on April 12, 1983. The first-floor
interior was also designated as a New York City Landmark at the same time.

The

designation report tells why the building became a historic landmark. First, it is a Fantasy
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building with significant meaning. The Woolworth Building was constructed before World
War I, after which architects adopted a modernist style. The New York skyscrapers of the
1920s abandoned the Gothic Revival. Gothic principles apparent in the Woolworth
Building are the slender tower, with its vertical emphasis on design and romantic
symbolism. The building is the epitome of Cass Gilbert's romantic skyscraper style.29
Second, its appearance makes it a classic. The designation report mentions that almost
all the decorations are gold gothic windows set against a blue background. The window
frames are light yellow, slightly different from the cream color of the entire facade. Some
of the windows are decorated with lions, shields, and unicorns of the royal coat of arms,
which are also gold against the blue background.30
The Woolworth Building is the one of the most famous skyscrapers in the United
States and a landmark in New York. It was the Woolworth company's headquarters and a
monument of the gilded age of New York commerce. As one of the tallest buildings of the
past, the romantic skyscraper dominates the New York skyline and the Woolworth Building
is the model of the world architectural style with its large scale and rich decoration and
unique concept.31
The building is located in Manhattan's Tribeca neighborhood, with Broadway and City
Hall Park to the east, Park Plaza to the north and Barclay Street to the south. It is a 60-floor
building consisting of a 30-story base topped by a 30-story tower with a total height of 720
feet. The building structure is steel and most of the exterior wall decoration is terra cotta

29
30
31

Landmarks Preservation Commission, April 12, 1983; Designation List 164.LP-1273. Page 1
Ibid. P. 16
Ibid. P9-P10.
30

with a creamy plating, and limestone at the bottom. The LPC designation report for
Woolworth Building uses the following words to describe the structure of the building:
“The base presents three unbroken elevations, on Barclay Street, Broadway, and
Park Place, and divides into two wings on its western face. The tower meets the lot
line on Broadway but is narrower than and does not extend as far west as the base
beneath it. The tower has two setbacks, creating three sections of progressively
smaller dimensions and culminates in a pyramidal roof and four tourelles.”32
The Woolworth Building remains an iconic landmark in New York City. Its artistic
qualities attract not only tourists but also residents who want to own apartments on the top
30 floors.
2.2.3 Woolworth Tower The Residences condominiums Development
On July 31, 2012, New York developer Alchemy Properties decided to buy the
upper-30 floors of the skyscraper from the Witkoff Group and Cammeby's International, in
order to convert them into luxury condominiums, called The Woolworth Tower Residences.
It has 34 condominiums, each occupying half to the entire floor，starting on the 29th floor.
Each apartment has extremely large space, even the smallest size apartment has 1,290
square feet for a one-bedroom, and the largest is a 9,403-square-foot, seven-story
penthouse at the top of the tower.
As a new luxury condominium, living in a famous landmark of New York City
is an attractive purchase. Each apartment has refined decoration with a delicate style, also

Paragraph 3, Page 13 Landmarks Preservation Commission April 12, 1983; Designation List 164
LP-1273
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offers residents luxurious facilities, such fitness center, lounge, wine room, and a restored
swimming room designed by Cass Gilbert. Moreover, the living environment and
transportation is another reason to buy. The apartments have an excellent location in
Tribeca and near the World Trade Center and City Hall. It is surrounded by boutique shops,
restaurants, and small parks and connected to the transportation hub with subway lines, bus
lines, PATH Station, ferries and so on.
Before Alchemy Properties brought the top 30 floors of the Woolworth building,
exterior renovation work was carried out by Ehrenkrantz & Associates in the 1970s.

Most

of the exterior's ornate cladding was replaced by faux stone panels and some decorative
details were also simplified. The renovation extended the building's life and reduced the
amount of work needed to restore the apartments.
"Our philosophy was to make the most of what was in the building", Kenneth
S. Horn of Alchemy Properties said33. At this stage, the renovation of the apartments was
undertaken by renowned designer Thierry W. Despont. Much renovation information was
collected from the Notices of Compliance (NOC) from the New York City Landmark
commission; since the building is designated, all renovation and restoration work
required approval. The housing-related renovation plan includes the removal of the 1913
elevator, the restoration of the ceramic components of the building's surface, the
reworking of the decorative handrails, and the installation of new windows to maximize
daylight and views. Furthermore, the LPC approved an addition above the indentation of

33 Michelle Higgins, “Luxury Condos in the Woolworth Building,” The New York Times (The New York Times,
September 26, 2014), https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/28/realestate/luxury-condos-in-the-woolworth-building.html.
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the north and south sides of the 29th floor to add more indoor rooms and oversized
terraces.
2.2.4 The Orignal Plan

Figure 11.Woolworth Building, original lobby level plan. Source from archdaily.com
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Figure 12.Woolworth Building, original upper-level plan. Source from archdaily.com
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2.2.5 Typical Apartment Plan

Figure13.Woolworth Building, Pavilion-A Floor Plan. Source from
https://thewoolworthtower.com/availability
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Figure 14.Woolworth Building, 31st Floor Plan. Source from
https://thewoolworthtower.com/availability
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Figure 15. Woolworth Building. A comparison between the original design drawing and
the new apartment plane drawing. Picture made by the Author based on upper level plan
from Penn State Libras Picture Collection & floor plan form the thewoolworthtower.com
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By comparing the original floor plan and the existing floor plan of the apartment, we
can find that the designer demolished the original office space and replanned the apartment
pattern, but the basic structure of the building did not change. (Fig 15) Each apartment has
ample space. In the figure below, we can find that this floor includes two apartments.
In addition to being used for sightseeing and office work. The Woolworth Building
residence gives the building more usefulness and the extensibility of its service life.

2.3 20 Exchange Place

Figure 16. 20 Exchange Place, historic and current views. Picture made by the Author
based on NYC Urbanism (Left: Original rendering from Cross & Cross. Middle: Twenty
Exchange as built, 1931) & cityrealty.com (Right)
2.3.1 Building History
In the late 1920s, a number of new office buildings were built with the goal of
capturing the title of "world's tallest building" from the Woolworth Building. The plan to
38

build the City Bank-Farmers Trust building grew out of it. It became the fourth tallest
building in New York at that time, a commercial building with 60-floors. In 1929, two of
the country's oldest and largest Banks, the National City Bank of New York and the Farmers
Loan and Trust Company, merged to form the City Bank-Farmers Trust Company. The new
group chose the famous architects Cross &Cross to design a new skyscraper “to cement
the bank's location on Wall Street.”34

Designed in the style of "modern classics", it was

built between 1930 and 1931.
The Bank changed its name to First National City Bank of New York in 1955 and
moved its headquarters from 20 Exchange Place to midtown a year later, but still retained
ownership of the skyscraper. In 1976, First National City Bank of New York officially
changed its name to Citibank. Citibank sold the building in 1979, the same year the
Canadian Commercial Bank finally closed its branches and offices in the building. The
vacant skyscraper continued to be used as a commercial office building, until it was
designated a historic landmark in 1996 and bought by Witkoff group the following year.
Witkoff began a $25 million renovation project in 1997 with the goal to attract new
commercial tenants while preserving the historic building. By the mid-1990s, 20 Exchange
Place was one of many vacant commercial office buildings in the Financial District, an
Financial District d prompted planners and developers to look for a solution. The residential
alteration was one of the proposals. In 2014, the new owner, DTH Capital, took out a $240
million loan to convert the lower floors into luxury apartments35.

34 Adam Thalenfeld, "TWENTY EXCHANGE PLACE," NYC URBANISM, January 11, 2018|, accessed June
22, 2020, https://www.nycurbanism.com/icons/20x)
35

Ibid
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2.3.2 Building History, Description and Landmark Designation
20 Exchange Place is a 59-story building and occupies the entire block bounded
by Exchange Place, William Street, Beaver Street, and Hanover Street. It was one of the
tallest skyscrapers in New York City. The steel-framed construction is cladded in granite
and limestone. The base is located on a trapezoidal block whose shape follows the irregular
shape of the block, resulting in a slender square tower. Its tower and base contours reflect
the unusual shape of the site and the requirements of New York City's zoning laws and the
procedural needs of the building's bank customers.
The huge base is surrounded by narrow walkway with vast stone pillars. These pillars
are carved with stylized Assyrian heads to symbolize the "financial giant". 36 The City
Bank-Framers Trust Company Building, , 20 Exchange Place Designation Report describes,
“The long and thin chamfering square tower, tilted slightly to the irregular base, is still one
of the most striking buildings in lower Manhattan. The building is decorated with
procedural sculptures and reliefs to symbolize the banking company it was built for.37
Its steel frame structure, clad with limestone and granite, also had other achievements. On
the engineering side, the new tower was completed in less than a year, and the building's
unusual shape required a massive steel structure. The building also incorporated the most
extensive pneumatic pipe communication system designed for banks at the time. These
important qualities make the city bank-farmer trust-building one of the most prominent

36
37

Landmarks Preservation Commission June 25, 1996, Designation List 273 LP-1941
List 273 LP-1941
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features of the lower Manhattan skyline.38”
2.3.3 Apartment Conversion
Under the Mayor Rudy Giuliani administration, new economic and regulatory
incentives encouraged reinvestment in older buildings. As noted in Chapter 1, zoning
changes and federal historic preservation tax credits encouraged investment in these vacant
office buildings, as well as a 14-year property tax credit for the conversion of office
buildings into apartments. It was during this time that the first residential alterations to the
Financial District began39.
In addition to the opportunity offered by its vacancy, buildings like 20 Exchange Pl
are also prime candidates for residential conversion because of the ample light, wide views
and small floors they provide. The residential conversion at 20 Exchange Pl has 767 units,
most of the which are studios or one-bedrooms. The entire apartment is aimed at young
people working in downtown New York. Living in 20 Exchange Place is very convenient
because there are many restaurants and supermarkets around it. Even in the lobby of 20
Exchange Place, people can enjoy delicious food and haircut without going out. Taking the
subway is also a few minutes' walk from the station40.

Ibid. P4.
Adam Thalenfeld
40 “Living in the Financial District - Luxury Apartments: Twenty Exchange,” Twenty Exchange, accessed June
29, 2020, https://twenty.exchange/living-in-financial-district/.
38
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2.3.5 Floor Plans

Figure 17. 20 Exchange Place, Plans of different floors source from Tchelistcheff
architectural firm in a historical context
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Figure 18. Exchange Place, floor Plans of different apartments. Picture made by the
Author based on Fool plan form the Leasebreak.com
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2.4 10 Hanover Square

Figure 19. 10 Hanover Square in 2009 Source from cityrealty.com
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2.4.1 Brief History
In 1730, the location was named Hanover Square in honor of Hanover House. The
most memorable building in Hanover Square is the landmark India House building
(formerly the Bank of Hanover), the only surviving example from the fire of 1835 among
the many Italianate Banks erected in the Financial District. 10 Hanover Square is located
across from the India House, situated between Water St and Peral St. The building doesn't
have a square on the side facing Pearl Street but has a small arcade for public space. Built
in 1969, the 22-story building at 10 Hanover Square was designed by Emery Roth&Sons
as an office building. In 2005, it was acquired by The Witkoff Group and converted into
493 rental apartments by BG Studio International and Schuman Lichtenstein Claman &
Efron. It was acquired by UDR, Inc. in 2011 for $260.8 million and is still used for
apartment rentals.

41

2.4.2 Apartment Conversion
The building at 10 Handover Square has 493 apartments, including Studio, 1 and 2
bedrooms, with average rents about $2800 a month. It has all the modern apartment service
such as 24/7 round-the-clock guards, concierge and valet service, 2500 square foot room
(including free WIFI), fireplace, pool table, table football, plasma TV, meeting room, patio
furniture, roof platform, sunbathing, bicycle storage and laundry facilities.
Unlike the first two case studies, 10 Hanover Square is not yet designated as a

41
Horsley,
C.
B.
(n.d.).
10
Hanover
Square,
Building
https://www.cityrealty.com/nyc/financial-district/10-hanover-square/review/34261
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landmark. Its design is more modern and more suitable for people's ideas about apartments,
such as large floor-to-ceiling windows.

2.4.2 Original Floor Plans42

Figure 20. 10 Hanover Square, original 2rd- 9th floor plan. Source from Columbia
University Avery Architectural and fire Art Library drawing and archives.

Emery Roth& Sons (2006)，10 Hanover Square Box 1, Columbia University Avery Architectural and fire Art
Library drawing and archives.
42
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Figure 21. 10 Hanover Square , original 10th floor plan, Source from Columbia
University Avery Architectural and fire Art Library drawing and archives.
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Figure 22. 10 Hanover Square, original 11th to 21st floor plan. plan from 10 handover
square. Source from Columbia University Avery Architectural and fire Art Library drawing
and archives.
Figures 20, 21and 22 show that 10 Hanover Square is very suitable for adaptive-reuse.
The structure is made of load-bearing columns with a center reinforced concrete elevator
and stair core. This allowed modification without changing the structure.
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2.4.4 Apartment Plans

Figure 23. apartment plan from 10 Hanover square leasing office website, Source from
udr.com
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2.5 Conclusion

These three case studies prove that, although early, middle and late 20th century
architectural styles were different, they all had similar characteristics that made them
suitable for conversion into apartments:
1. The floor space is ample, and the open-plan layout can be easily converted. At
the beginning of the 20th century, modern, open-office space patterns began to form,
combining several departments in a single space. Instead of being distributed in separate
offices, as before, employees of the company were all gathered in a spacious hall, and only
the managers of the company have separate offices. Each department had low partitions
rather than walls dividing the space, making it easy to contact each other and supervise
each other. Modular furniture emphasized the openness of offices. Centralized
management improved the efficiency of the office, but also changed the pattern of the office
building.
2. The structural system is flexible. Beginning in the 1880s, steel frame structure
became an essential aspect of modern architecture and skyscrapers of the 20th-century.
Before that, almost all the buildings relied on the wall's size to support the weight. However,
with the development of the steel structure, the building was supported by an internal
framework and walls are only used for blocking the outside weather. The steel frame is
quite flexible, and steel beam and girders can span large distances to create open internal
space.43

“2. The Development of Architecture in the Twentieth ...” Accessed June 22, 2020.
https://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/hrb/internal_reports/pdfs/modern_architecture_development.pdf.
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3. Although the three buildings have different styles, they also represent the
architectural characteristics of the time they were built.

4. The living environment of the Financial District is more in line with the lifestyle
of modern people. The surrounding environment is also an important factor. For those who
prefer to live within walking distance of work, for those who care about transportation, or
if there are good restaurants nearby, the Financial District fits their needs. Transforming
office buildings into apartments is not only a trend in the Financial District but also could
be a salvation for the world's great cities, which have many old office buildings that will
be left vacant or abandoned. It not only solves the problem of abandoned buildings, but
also plays a role in environmental protection and protects many historic office buildings.
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3. Analysis of Adaptive Re-use in Hong Kong, China

After learn the process of converting office buildings to apartment in New York
City, the thesis considered the possibility of a similar adaptive re-use solution in China.
Finding a city similar to New York to analyze the possibility was an important next step.
Hong Kong is a representative city that I choose, for several reasons.
First, as we all know, Hong Kong is one of the two individual administrative
regions of the People's Republic of China. It is also an important international financial,
industrial, service, and shipping center in the world. Because of the history (once colonized
by the British) and the special free trade system and the important port location, the
development of commercial and office buildings in Hong Kong preceded that of the
mainland. The first known skyscraper was the former HSBC headquarters, built-in 1935.
As a result, Hong Kong is facing the problem of office building renovation earlier than
mainland. The second reason is, according to the survey, many mainland cities (such as
Guangzhou) are learning from Hong Kong's model to preserve or renovate historic
buildings. Therefore, Hong Kong can be seen as a small microcosm of China's adaptive reuse and a model for the mainland to learn from and apply to mainland cities.

3.1 Adaptive-reuse Policy

Unlike in the United States, Hong Kong's transformation plans are tied to the
government. In Hong Kong, there is a government program for the preservation and
renovation of old buildings, called "Conserve and revitalize Hong Kong Heritage." The
policy's primary purpose is to conserve Hong Kong's historic and heritage buildings
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appropriately and sustainably and conserve and utilize them effectively. The policy
introduced a series of measures:
⚫

“Conducting heritage impact assessments for new capital works projects.”

⚫

“To implement the revitalization of historic buildings partnership scheme in
government-owned landmark buildings.”

⚫

“Provides an economic incentive to preserve private historic buildings”

⚫

“Assist in the maintenance of privately owned graded historic buildings”

⚫

“To establish an office of the commissioner for heritage conservation.”

⚫

“Promote heritage conservation and revitalization projects”

⚫

“Set up a conservation fund for historic buildings”44
One of the policy measures is the revitalization of historic buildings through the

partnership scheme in government-owned landmark buildings. The concepts of the plan
are, enhance the importance of heritage conservation and balance conservation and
development.

The project aims to strike a balance between sustainable development and

heritage conservation, to strengthen the protection of cultural relics and the revitalization
and re-use of historic government buildings to breathe new life into them for the enjoyment
of the public.
The partnership scheme in government-owned historic buildings operates as
follows:
⚫ First, Identify historic government buildings suitable for adaptive re-use for inclusion
in the project.

44

“Heritage Conservation Policy” Conservation and revitalize HongKong Heritage, www. Heritage.gov hk
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⚫ Second, non-profit-organizations were invited to submit proposals on how to use the
building as a social enterprise to provide services or operate the business. Several
important issues must be addressed in detail in the proposal. 1. How to preserve the
historic buildings concerned and give full play to their historical value.2. How a social
enterprise can operate in terms of financial viability 3. How it can benefit the
community.
⚫ Third, upon submission of the proposal, The Advisory Committee on Built Heritage
Conservation (ACBHC), composed of government and non-government experts, is
responsible for considering the project and providing advice on relevant matters.
⚫ Fourth, the commissioner for heritage office will provide successful applicants with
one-stop advisory services on the implementation of their proposed projects, covering
the protection of heritage, land use, and planning, building construction, and
compliance with the requirements of the buildings ordinance45.
⚫ When the conditions are met, funding will be provided under the scheme, including:


The government funds part or all of the cost of major renovation works of buildings
(depending on the construction condition);



Charging low rents for buildings;



After the enterprise is expected to be self-financing at the beginning of its operation,
it shall allocate up to a maximum of $5 million to cover the enterprise's start-up
costs and the deficit incurred during the first two years of operation.
This scheme has greatly helped the preservation of historic buildings in Hong

45

Ibid ,chapter 123
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Kong. The Hong Kong development bureau launched the first phase of the revitalization
of the historic buildings' partnership scheme in February 2008. By 2020, 29 different types
of historic buildings had been protected and renovated in six phases.

3.2 Measures to rehabilitate office buildings

Compared with New York, the development of office buildings in Hong Kong
is later. Since the Second World War, there has been a growing demand for architects in
Hong Kong. At that time, it was influenced by the modernist style and focused on the
practical functions of architecture. In terms of style, it is not as varied as the office buildings
in New York. Moreover, the building's use time is far less than that of New York buildings,
which leads to the fact that many buildings in Hong Kong still maintain the original
function of the building and do not change.
However, due to the economic transformation of Hong Kong in recent years, many
industrial and office buildings have not been utilized, even they were not vacant. Over the
years, the City Planning Board has been continuously reviewing and considering the
permitted uses of buildings and rezoned buildings for new applications.
In April 2010, the government implemented a series of revitalization measures
to encourage owners to refit their buildings or carry out redevelopment projects. The new
plan includes the following measures:
⚫

The entire converted building is located in the "commercial", "office" and "industrial"
zones and has a building age of 15 years or above

⚫

To facilitate the provision of transitional housing in a converted building with no
industrial use: to facilitate the conversion of the entire building for transition housing
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within the "commercial", "comprehensive development area", "business" and
"residential" zones
⚫

Other measures to permit the use of existing buildings for non-industrial purposes (arts
and cultural, creative industries and innovation and technology circles)46
The protection of heritage buildings in the United States and the encouragement

of the renovation of ancient buildings in Hong Kong are two separate systems. The
National Historic Landmarks Program and the LPC in the United States are independent
preservation systems for historic buildings. The federal and state commercial rehabilitation
tax credit program and the NYS Historic Homeowner tax credit program encourage
businesses to invest in and protect or renovate Historic buildings. However, Hong Kong is
different. The government decides the renovation of ancient buildings, and then the
government elects a suitable proposal and allows the investors to carry out the restoration.
In comparison, The United States pays more attention to the appearance and artistry
of architecture. Unless the protected parts are damaged, the LPC or the National Park
Service will not stop the functional changes. But in Hong Kong, there is a greater emphasis
on preservation and redevelopment. It is precisely because the Hong Kong government
pays much attention to the significance of buildings' renovation and more public oriented.
There are no cases of office buildings being transformed into residential buildings on the
land of Hong Kong. The only case that is close to it is the former government office
building, the Murray, which was transformed into a luxury hotel in Hong Kong. The same

“Revitalising Historic Buildings through Partnership Scheme,” Plan content,
https://www.heritage.gov.hk/tc/rhbtp/about.htm.
46
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is true in mainland China, where the importance of reconstructing old buildings makes it
difficult to make use of them for personal purposes, such as converting them into
apartments.
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4. Conclusion

The central concept of this thesis is learning the methods by which the United
States deals with the adaptive re-use of 20th-century office buildings to apartments and try
to use this approach for historic office buildings in China.
As a country with a long history, China has many historical buildings and sites.
For now, most Chinese historic sites and buildings are facing extreme situations and
treatment. When historic buildings are under the government's protection, they will have
excellent treatment and are often used as tourist attractions. On the other hand, t the cost of
breaking the law is too low. According to the law on the protection of cultural relics, the
maximum fine for unauthorized removal and removal of immovable cultural relics is
500,000 yuan. Compared with the enormous economic benefits of the government selling
land and developers selling houses, the demolition of cultural relics and reconstruction of
new buildings can bring more benefits.
These adaptive re-use cases are good examples of how buildings can survive if they
play new roles. In New York, without destroying the heritage buildings' character-defining
features, developers have more autonomy to determine the function of buildings and
maximize the use of the building. As a result, conversion of office building into private
residences is very common now. Hong Kong and the mainland China's attitude are different.
Ancient buildings tend to be public and transformed into cultural centers and museums, so
that ancient buildings have educational significance. However, if heritage buildings do not
have historical significance, they may be removed.
Although Hong Kong is under the policy of "one country, two systems," its attitude
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and measures towards heritage buildings are the same as in China and have been learned
in mainland cities. There are some methods of the United States towards ancient
buildings that can be applied in China. First of all, the evaluation and protection
system of old buildings is worth trying in China. Although the history of office
buildings in China is much more recent than that in the United States, there are still
buildings with historical and cultural value that deserve to be preserved. in China,
many of the 20th-century office buildings still used as offices. However, after
upgrading, many of these old office buildings will face being demolished. Conversion
into apartments is another way to keep these historic buildings.

China can also learn new preservation attitudes from the United States, keeping
character-defining features, but allowing other elements to be modified. The same goes
for government policy, such as tax credit program and incentives for businesses to protect
and renovate these office buildings and attract development instead of demolition.
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Appendix 1. Woolworth Building Designation report
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Appendix 2. Designation report of 20 exchange
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